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Chapter 1

Introduction

His task is, before all, to make you see.

—Joseph Conrad

On May 10, 2006, Tom Wolfe delivered the 35th
Jefferson Lecture at the historic 1931 art deco Warner Theatre
in Washington, D. C.. The Jefferson Lecture receives
sponsorship from the National Endowment for the Humanities
and is considered the highest honor any intellectual could ever
attain from the federal government for their public
achievements in the humanities. Previous grantees includes
many big names in American academy., like Saul Bellow,
Cleanth Brooks, Arthur Miller, Toni Morrison, Walker Percy,
and Robert Penn Warren. With this event, Wolfe has his place
further confirmed in the major league of American letters. He
is an inescapable character in the American cultural landscape.
Magazines put him on their covers. TV programs seek to
interview him. Newspapers quote him. And his books stay in
the best-seller list. Last but not least, the vocabulary of
modern English has been enlarged for Wolfe’s contribution,
words and phrases like “statusphere”, “the right stuff”,
“radical chic”, “the Me Decade (1970)”, “good ol’ boy”,
“pimp roll”, “social x-rays” and “lemon tarts” all coming from
Wolfe’s journalistic reports or fictions and now being used
frequently in daily conversation.

Interestingly, Tom Wolfe has established his place in

American literature through a series of controversies, some of
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them being initiated by himself. Wolfe has never shied away from literary
quarrels; indeed. he has also deliberately picked many influential figures in the
world of writing and arts to launch his criticism. The first controversy Wolfe
involved in took place during 1950s and 1960s when the literary world started to
experience a great anxiety over the relationship between reality and
representation. Some literary critics like those from the New Criticism group went
so far as to deny any relationship between the two. Meantime. journalists held to
the idea that use of language tools and rhetoric expressions would hinder the
presentation of truth and facts and should be completely avoided. Wolfe tried to
blur the distinction between journalism and literature in both theory and practice.
He demonstrated that a writer could be at once interested in matters of fact and
matters of style. Together with other writers like Truman Capote, Hunter S.
Thompson, Norman Mailer and Joan Didion Wolfe pioneered the New Journalism
Movement and changed the way literary nonfiction was written and paved the way
for later generations of literary journalists.

Another big controversy Wolfe took part in was ignited by the publication of
his literary manifesto “Stalking the Billion-Footed Beast” in 1989. The essay
expressed Wolfe’s disappointment over contemporary American writers who were
so overwhelmed by the complexity of American life that they completely withdrew
from efforts in capturing “the Billion-Footed Beast”—the imperceptible metropolis
and rich slices of contemporary life. Postmodernist writers like Jorge Luis Borges,
Samuel Beckett, Vladimir Nabokov and Harold Pinter were names attacked by
Wolfe in the manifesto for their obsession in making literature strange.
Minimalism, metafiction, magical realism, postmodernism and other innovations

LT3

were condemned by Wolfe as the cowards’ “refuges”, where novelists could “avert
their eyes from the roaring challenge of American reality” (Wolfe 47).

Wolfe encouraged writers of the younger generation to resort to realists like
Sinclair Lewis, Balzac and Emile Zola for inspiration. Lewis “doggedly took notes
on five-by-eight cards” at Chautauqua meetings to compose his work Main Street ;
Zola tramped into coal mines and worked together with miners underground for
several months to write Germinal. Both writers presented “a highly detailed
realism based on reporting” and left behind them a rich legacy of *true and
powerful pictures of individuals in society”, which Wolfe believed to be the highest
fulfillment any writer could ever achieve (Wolfe 51 — 52). Writer-as-recorder was
the new role Wolfe promoted and “social realism” was the kind of writing he would

be earnestly engaging in for later time of his writing career. The man who freed
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journalism from its previously strict and inflexible writing techniques by infusing
fictional styles would now save fiction by urging novelists to delve into the
vastness of American life with their pencils and notebooks (Cooper 211).
According to Anthony Arthur, who analyzes a century of celebrated quarrels from
Mark Twain to Tom Wolfe, even if Wolfe has not been able to change the writing
of fiction in the same way as he did in journalism, he has at least made novelists
and critics question the assumption that the novel in this era must be personal,
about the novelist, or self-referential, about the fiction itself (Arthur 79 — 84).

To be sure, besides his achievement in rejoining elements of literature that
has become separated from each other in American culture, what makes Tom
Wolfe a prominent figure in the literary world are his wicked insights into human
nature, his deep knowledge of the cultural life of American people from different
classes in varied periods, and his ability to present upward mobility and arbitrary
forces that affect the change of that mobility and as a result the change of social
status. Harold Bloom is completely correct when characterizing Wolfe’s work as
those defining an age and documenting important aspects of American culture.
This book is going to examine how Wolfe respectively tackles the zeitgeist and
captures the cultural moment in his three novels, with the first one Bonfire of
Vanities dealing with racial politics and criminal justice of New York City in the
1980s, the second A Man in Full tackling decay of the Southern Dixie tradition as
epitomized by the 1990s Atlanta, and the most recent I am Charlotte Simmons
exposing how hooking up culture on college campus corrupts the American youth
and denounces the possibility of American “Ubermensch”. Key for Wolfe to fathom
the seemingly imperceptible cultural life is his focus on the role quest for status
plays in individual experience. As Wolfe claims, status is fundamental in explaining
human action.

Wolfe believes that the American prosperity after World War ][ has exploded
old restraints, igniting an indulgent sense of self. and wants to use certain
techniques of fiction, irony, interior monologue and vivid description to caricature
characters of types to support his belief. Maybe, Wolfe’s characterization, as some
critics proclaim, is not as multi-layered as other big names of his time like Toni
Morrison or Joyce Carol Oats, but his reduction of individuals to symptoms turns
out to be a good source of cultural criticism, to see how individual aspiration for
status is thwarted and how their life trajectories are forever changed by the big
times. The world according to Wolfe—and to Dreiser and Dickens and Balzac and

Thackeray before him—is vast and anonymous except for the vividly typed



